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Note from the Director 
 
Hello and welcome to our May/June 2016 edition of VA’s Office of Tribal Government Relations (OTGR) 
newsletter.  Summer is definitely upon us and the OTGR team has been busy organizing/implementing 
events and travelling out to Indian Country to meet with Tribal Leaders and Veterans.     
 
Last week, VA Deputy Assistant Secretary James Albino, joined by VA leadership, IHS Acting Deputy 
Director Chris Mandregan and Washington State Director of Veterans Affairs facilitated a tribal 
consultation session on June 29th which coincided with the NCAI Mid-Year Conference in Spokane, 
Washington.  This consultation (comment period still open) is being done in order to identify the top 3-5 
priorities that tribes have for serving Veterans and engaging Veterans in Indian Country.  A second in-
person consultation session will take place later this year at a date and location to be determined.  We 
will provide more logistical details on that as soon as we can.  Written comments are certainly welcome 
and can be submitted until October 7, 2016.  Please send your comments by that date to: 
tribalgovernmentconsultation@va.gov.     
 
Summer is a busy travel season for our Tribal Government Relations Specialists and this one is no 
exception.  In OTGR’s Southern Plains Region, Tribal Government Relations Specialist Mary Culley has 
been putting in a lot of windshield time.  Some of the highlights of her travels include:  supporting the 
CMS ITU Training in Dallas, TX; briefing the Oklahoma State Legislature’s Native American Caucus; 
participated in a groundbreaking Ceremony at Chickasaw Nation Veterans Lodge (and supporting the 
Chickasaw Nation Veterans Training Conference); attended the Oklahoma Health Care Authority 
Tribal Consultation and Board Meeting with Oklahoma Tribal Nations.  She also assisted with organizing 
the Veterans track for the Society of American Indians Government Employees (SAIGE) Conference, 
which was held in Tulsa, OK on June 6-9.  Additionally, Mary helped implement the Oklahoma 
Department of Veterans Affairs Governors Veterans. 
 
In the meantime, over in the Southwest, Homana Pawiki hosted several planning meetings for the 
Veteran training summit taking place today and tomorrow (July 6-7) at the Buffalo Thunder Resort & 
Casino in Santa Fe, New Mexico.  She also attended an O’odham Veterans Committee meeting with 
Veterans from Gila River Indian Community, Salt River PMIC, White Mountain Apache Tribe, and other 
areas in the Phoenix metro area in attendance.     
 
In the Central Region, Peter Vicaire has been out west to meet with tribal leaders from the Northern 
Arapaho and Eastern Shoshone Tribes on the Wind River Reservation in Wyoming as well as the Crow 
and Northern Cheyenne Tribes in Montana.   While in Montana, he met with congressional staff interested 
in crafting a legislative resolution of the issue of alleged illegal state taxation of Native servicemembers 
domiciled on the reservation while they served in the military.  He also provided a quick presentation on 
this same issue to the Rocky Mountain Tribal Leadership Council in Billings, MT.    Moving back to the 
Midwest, he supported the CMS/ITU trainings held in Green Bay, Wisconsin (as a presenter) as well as in 
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Sioux City, IA.  Shifting directions (geographically speaking) he attended the Justice for Vets conference in 
Anaheim, CA and presented information on tribal courts with the aim to increase the amount of Veteran 
courts in Indian Country.  He also assisted with the visit of the (then) Veterans Benefits Administration’s 
Acting Undersecretary for Benefits, Danny Pummill (who retired in June), to the Flandreau Santee Sioux 
Tribe in Flandreau, SD.  Most recently he helped organize and attended a Veteran event with the 
Passamaquoddy Tribe (Indian Township) in Maine to celebrate “Native American Veterans Day” (June 
21) recognized by the state.  Looking forward, Peter has just begun planning a 2-day Veterans training 
summit with the Seneca Nation, being held in Buffalo, New York in mid-September.  More details on that 
will follow next month.      
 
In OTGR’s Western Region, Terry Bentley supported a site visit to Alaska with Dr. Baligh Yehia, Assistant 
Deputy Under Secretary for Health (Care in the Community).  She then attended Tribal Veteran 
Representative (TVR) Training hosted by Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation and co-
sponsored by the Oregon State Department of Veterans Affairs.  In early June, she went on another site 
visit with VA’s Secretary McDonald to the IHS Western Oregon Service Unit, Confederated Tribes of Grand 
Ronde and Confederated Tribes of Colville Indian Reservation.  You can see a few photos of those 
meetings in the newsletter below.    Later this week, (July 7-9) she will be coordinating the Grand Ronde 
Veterans Summit – hosted by the Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde and the Native Wellness Institute.  
Next week, (July 13-14) she will be implementing another TVR Training – hosted by the Confederated 
Tribes of Colville Indian Reservation at the 12 Tribes Casino Resort in Omak, WA.     
 
Looking forward, it looks like things will slow down a bit and move into planning mode but they should 
ramp up again as we wrap up July and move into the latter months of summer and early fall.  We look 
forward to staying in touch and working collaboratively to serve Veterans across Indian Country. 
 
If you have questions, suggestions or would like to be added to our newsletter listserv, don’t hesitate to 
contact our newsletter editor: Peter.Vicaire@va.gov or email us at tribalgovernmentconsultation@va.gov.  
 
Happy Reading,  

 
Stephanie Birdwell    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:Peter.Vicaire@va.gov
mailto:tribalgovernmentconsultation@va.gov


 

3 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VA Tribal Consultation ~ Identify Tribal Priorities 
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VA Reimburses $40+ Million to IHS and Tribal 
Health Programs 

 
Tribal health clinics interested in entering into a reimbursement agreement with 

VA for serving veterans should send an initial note of interest to: 
tribal.agreements@va.gov 

                         

 

mailto:tribal.agreements@va.gov


 

7 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 

8 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Last Surviving WWII Akwesasne Mohawk Code 
Talker Awarded Congressional Silver Medal 

 
Here’s an article by W.T. Eckert which ran in the Watertown Daily Times on June 2, 

2016.  It can be accesses HERE – and has a video [1:44] and 14 pictures.  
                         
AKWESASNE — Long have the military contributions of the Akwesasne Mohawk Code 
Talkers gone unrecognized, but that ended Saturday in roaring applause, tears and 
embraces, when 94-year-old Louis Levi Oakes, the last surviving World War II Code Talker, 
was awarded the Congressional Silver Medal for his service. 
 
The Travis Solomon Memorial Lacrosse Box in Generations Park had a standing-room-only 
crowd before the Congressional Medal presentation by U.S. Rep. Elise M. Stefanik, R-
Willsboro, began. Ms. Stefanik presented the silver medal not only to Mr. Oakes, but to the 
family members of 16 other confirmed code talkers as well as awarding the bronze 
Congressional Medal to the family members of seven unconfirmed Akwesasne Mohawk 
Code Talkers who served in both WWII and the Korean War. 
 
More than 550 people attended the ceremony, which included remarks from Saint Regis 
Tribal members and leaders, American Legion Post 1479 Commander Michael R. Cook and 
Assemblywoman Addie J. Russell, D-Theresa.   And although Mr. Oakes is the lone surviving 
code talker, Tribal Communications Director Brendan White said the spirt of those other 23 
men were there with them. 
 
“I would like to say they are here today; we may not be able to see them, but they are right 
here in the front row,” Mr. White told the crowd. “So when each of you come up today, to 
get your medal, they are standing right next to you.”  Over the weeks leading up to the 
ceremony, Mr. White said families and friends of the men who never received recognition 
for their service had been visiting his office, sharing honorable discharge papers, 
commendations and citations, for the men.  But with those documents came the untold 
stories.  
 
“Stories that the code talker could have written themselves and shared with their family 
members,” Mr. White said. “Stories that were shared with their commanding officers, and I 
have to tell you, they are more than just code talkers, they are heroes.”  Many may have 
heard of the military’s use of Navajo code talkers from films and television. But the U.S. 
armed forces used about 10 different American Indian languages, including Mohawk, to 
communicate in code.  
 
In 2008, the U.S. Congress passed the Code Talker Recognition Act to acknowledge and 
commemorate the achievements of American Indian Code Talkers during both world wars. 
The St. Regis Mohawk Tribe is one of 33 American Indian tribes being recognized for using 
their Native language to send coded messages that could not be deciphered by the enemy.  
On Nov. 20, 2013, St. Regis Mohawk Tribe Sub-Chief Michael Conners accepted a certificate 

http://www.watertowndailytimes.com/news05/last-surviving-wwii-akwesasne-mohawk-code-talker-awarded-congressional-silver-medal-video-20160529
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on behalf of the tribe at a ceremony held in Emancipation Hall in the U.S. Capitol Visitor 
Center, Washington, D.C., honoring Native American Code Talkers for service to the United 
States Armed Forces during both world wars. 
 
On Saturday, Ms. Stefanik reminded those gathered that the Congressional Medal is the 
highest civilian award that can be awarded to an individual by the U.S. Congress. 
“For too long this selfless sacrifice went unrecognized by our nation, and sadly, these 
heroes were instructed not to speak of their important roles in these military campaigns,” 
Ms. Stefanik said. “For many, that meant that the families and friends of these code talkers 
were unaware of the contributions these patriots made to this country.”  Mr. Oakes’s 
daughter, Dora Oakes, was one of those family members.  
 
Sitting in the front row, next to her father, Ms. Oakes watched as people tried to work her 
father for insight about his time overseas as a code talker but said he was always silent on 
the subject.  “‘I was in the Army,’ that was all he would tell us,” Dora said. “‘Confidential 
information,’ he said. ‘They’ll kill me if I tell ya,’” Dora said laughing.  Mr. Oakes was 
swarmed by people looking to both pay homage for his service and seek insight into his 
time in the service. And though he said it was a surprise and an honor to be recognized, for 
a code talker, he didn’t talk much.  
 
A technician with the 4th Grade, Company B, 442nd Signal Battalion, U.S. Army, Mr. Oakes 
said he enlisted at the age of 18 specifically to be a code talker. He served about 2½ years in 
the Asiatic Pacific until his honorable discharge on Feb. 15, 1946. 
 
There were only three or four other code talkers in Company B, Mr. Oakes said. He said the 
idea of becoming a code talker came from listening to Native Americans speaking their 
native tongue in the field. The Mohawk soldiers attended schools to learn the art of code 
talking. They learned sets of code in their language so the enemy would not understand 
their radio communications.  But Mr. Oakes laughed when he was asked if he could 
remember how many secret messages he relayed in the Mohawk tongue. 
 
“If I can’t talk it out I’ll give them a smoke signal,” Mr. Oakes said. “We talked about field 
wires in the jungles. They would give you a piece of paper to read on telling you what you 
were to say.”  “And you did it OK?” someone yelled to him over the sound of the crowd. 
“Oh yeah, I’m still here,” Mr. Oakes said with a grin.  But unlike Mr. Oakes, Albert A. Tarbell 
was filled with stories, according to his son, Mitchell “Mike” Tarbell. 
 
Albert Tarbell was the first Mohawk in the 82nd Airborne Division during WWII, 504th 
Parachute Infantry Regiment. He died in 2009, a day after his 86th birthday, Mike Tarbell 
said.  Mr. Tarbell accepted the medal for his father and as he sat waiting, he recalled the 
years he spent growing up in his mother’s kitchen, listening to his father talk about his time 
as a code taker in Europe.  “He went right through North Africa to Anzio Beachhead, then, 
to prepare for the Normandy invasion, Operation Market Garden, jumped into Holland,” Mr. 
Tarbell said. “He went all the way through (the war) right up to the Battle of the Bulge, to 
the Elbe River to meet the Russians and then he became a Berlin Honor Guard. So that was 
the end of the war and they were basically making it safe.” 
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Mr. Tarbell said that, because his father was in communications, his job included taking 
care of communications wiring on the battlefield. There was one story about a job his 
father had, during the Battle of the Bulge, that stayed with him most. 
 
“He had volunteered to go out and take care of some bad wiring because they couldn’t get 
the field lines working and where he had to go was between the Germans and the 
Americans, my dad’s own guys,” Mr. Tarbell said, a smile growing on his face from the 
memory. “What he found out was that as he was following the lead line, he was going by 
these houses and so he kept following out and he prepared the wire and he came back by 
this house.” 
 
Nearly 50 years later, during a reunion for the battle, he said his father was retelling the 
story when a former German officer let him know just how much danger he was in. The 
German told him he was hiding in one of those houses with his squad and was deciding 
whether he was going to shoot him.  
 
“He said, ‘if we had shot you that would have given away our position and our 
counterattack wouldn’t have worked,’ so my dad had a chance,” Mr. Tarbell said. “And there 
are a lot of stories like that.”  And as Ms. Stefanik took the stage to present Mr. Oakes, Mr. 
Tarbell and the other family members with their medals she said each medal represents an 
important story that must be taught to the generations that follow. 
 
The design of the medal features a WWII code talker, a snipe, and the principal clans of the 
Mohawk Tribe — a bear, a wolf, and a snapping turtle. It is inscribed with “AKWESASNE 
MOHAWK CODE TALKERS.” The medal’s reverse design features a profiled figure, a 
Mohawk kustowa headdress, a bear claw necklace, a war club, and a Mohawk Wolf Belt. 
Inscriptions are “WORLD WAR I,” “WORLD WAR II,” and “ACT OF CONGRESS 2008.” 
 
Following the ceremony, Ms. Stefanik said it was particularly meaningful for her to be able 
to present the awards. “It was just very emotional, especially because when the family 
members were coming up to receive it, you could see the emotion in their eyes. Some of 
them were crying,” Ms. Stefanik said.  
 
Even Ms. Stefanik had tears in her eyes and became choked up as she called upon “our 
hero” Levi Oakes.  “Well, Levi was,” Ms. Stefanik paused. “In my vantage point, when I was 
doing the presentation, you can tell that he was excited about the anticipation of the 
recognition and the fact that he just celebrated his 94th birthday, he is the only surviving 
Mohawk code talker, it’s pretty emotional and he deserves all the recognition and more.” 
And it was about time that the code talkers got the recognition they deserved, Ms. Stefanik 
said. 
 
“It is long overdue and it is about time,” Ms. Stefanik said. “I think that the families here 
today, it was so meaningful for them to be able to recognize their fathers’ service in WWII. 
The role that the code talkers played, we could be a very different nation today; we could 
be a different world if it wasn’t for the code talkers’ service.” 
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VA Secretary McDonald Visits Tribes 
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Navajo Nation and Arizona Department of Veterans’ 
Services Sign Memorandum of Understanding 
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Tribal HUD-VASH Guide 
 

Here is the cover page for a 29-page guide that was recently released regarding the 
HUD-VASH on Tribal Lands Pilot Program.  It can be accesses HERE or you can 

contact Peter.Vicaire@va.gov to get a copy emailed. 

 

 

http://www.va.gov/homeless/docs/Tribal_HUD-VASH_Grants_Guide.pdf
mailto:Peter.Vicaire@va.gov
http://www.va.gov/homeless/docs/Tribal_HUD-VASH_Grants_Guide.pdf
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Vietnam War Commemoration 
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http://www.benefits.va.gov/HOMELOANS/nadl.asp
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OTGR Central Region 
(IA; MI; MN; MT; ND; NE; SD; WI; WY) 
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OTGR Southern Plains Region 
(KS; OK; TX ) 
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OTGR Southwest Region 
(AZ; CO; NM; UT) 
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OTGR Western Region 
(AK; CA; ID; NV; OR; WA) 
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